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Across the Atlantic
Why American Studies in Poland? 
Significant Polish-American encounters (apart from colonial times) began 
during the American Revolution. Two heroes of the fight for independ­
ence: Casimir Pulaski and Thaddeus Kościuszko were praised on both 
sides of the Atlantic. The latter in particular has his place in the history of 
both the United States (as the officer that set grounds for the West Point 
academy) and Poland (as the leader of the so-called Kościuszko Insurgency 
of 1795) (Burczak; Pula; Fried). The role of Thaddeus Kościuszko was 
marked by the letters he exchanged with some of the Founding Fathers, 
including Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. The letters that can still 
be accessed in the Czartoryski Library of the Polish National Museum in 
Krakow (Storozynski). 
The ties between Poland and the United States, or rather between 
Poles and America, became even closer due to the mass migration of the 
19th and early 2O'h century. Hundreds of thousands of people from then 
partitioned Poland moved to the United States looking for political free­
dom and/or economic prosperity (Walaszek). This mass migration could 
not remain without some impact on the growing interest among Poles in 
American culture, society, history, literature, etc. One of the prominent 
examples of such a shift was the collection of short stories written by 
Henryk Sienkiewicz (the future Nobel laureate in literature), describing 
the not-so-bright life on the other side of the Atlantic, in e. g. Sachem or 
A Memory of Mariposa (Sienkiewicz 1973). 
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But it was the beginning of the 20th century that saw the first Polish- 
American intellectual encounter. Poland, regaining its independence, with 
more than one million Poles living in the United States, had to make 
an effort to understand the people and the country that achieved such 
power and which had long advocated for Polish full sovereignty. One of 
the first persons to provide a deeper insight into American culture was 
Roman Dyboski, for many years Chair of English Literature of the Jagiel- 
lonian University in Krakow (Prezydent R.P. 1921; 1936). He went to 
the United States to popularize knowledge about Poland and its cultural 
achievements, but during his stay he also explored American literature, 
resulting not only in the first Polish academic book in this field, but also 
in many other publications on the United States (Dyboski 1930a; 1930b; 
1930c; 1932a; 1932b).
The economic expansion of the USA and its growing cultural promi­
nence was also reflected in popular culture. Jazz music and Hollywood 
film productions became familiar not only to Polish cultural elites. The 
advancements of technology (film, radio, and gramophone) made Ameri­
can culture widely accessible and consumed by Polish society. Both high­
brow and lowbrow US art became admired by some and at the same time 
criticized by others, as an example of the decline of Western civilization. 
The tragic events of World War II brutally cut off our growing mutual 
interest. The post-war communist takeover and the Iron Curtain brought 
cultural relations and academic research on the United States to a sudden 
stop. Even the Fulbright education program in Poland initiated in 1959 
emphasized research cooperation rather than mutual cultural understand­
ing (Polish-American Fulbright Commission).
The times of the Cold War called for profound knowledge of the 
opponent, which was the reason of the emergence of Sovietology as 
a new field of studies in the United States. The Polish government in 
the 1970s was also looking for the opportunity to promote research on 
the United States. Thanks to the activity of Professor Andrzej Bartnicki, 
with the support of both the Polish government and the United States 
Information Agency, a formal agreement between University of Warsaw 
and University of Indiana, Bloomington was signed. Thus, in 1976, the 
American Studies Center (ASC) of the University of Warsaw opened its 
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doors. At first, the ASC was an institution focusing only on research and 
offering no formal program of studies (Michalek).
A little earlier, in 1972, another research-oriented institution was 
established in Krakow: the Institute of the Polish Diaspora of the Jagiel- 
lonian University. Although focused on the problems of Polish migration 
to other countries and the Polish diaspora, right from the very start it had 
very close connections with American scholarship and American Stud­
ies. The reason was fairly obvious: on the one hand, the most advanced 
research on migration was conducted in the United States; and on the 
other, the largest and most important Polish diaspora lived in the United 
States (Miodunka). Therefore, researchers working at the Institute of the 
Polish Diaspora also investigated such issues as race and color in the USA; 
history of the US press or history of amateur theatre in the US.
Political transformation in Central and Eastern Europe changed the 
situation of American Studies in Poland completely. Firstly, research interest 
in the United States was no longer a cause for suspicion, but rather the 
opposite: it was praised as a way of investigating effective solutions for 
political and economic challenges. Secondly, wider availability of higher 
education in Poland resulted in a radical increase of student enrollment 
from just 400,000 in 1990 to almost 2,000,000 in 2004, thus making 
the space for new programs of studies, and thereby leading to the third 
important change: in 1996 the American Studies Center launched their 
structured academic program of studies. In 2001, the Chair of American 
Studies of the newly established Faculty of International and Political 
Studies of the Jagiellonian University was the second to start its own 
M.A. program in American Studies (Faculty of International and Politi­
cal Studies).
The beginnings of these two institutions, namely the American Studies 
Center of the University of Warsaw and the Chair of American Studies 
(now expanded into the Institute of American Studies and Polish Dias­
pora) of the Jagiellonian University reflect specific features of American 
Studies as a field of study in Poland. Unlike in many other European 
countries, the Polish approach to American Studies is not deeply rooted in 
studying American literature. The founding father of the ASC, Professor 
Andrzej Bartnicki, was a historian focusing in his research on the role of 
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the United States on the global stage. The man who was responsible for 
the establishment of the Chair of American Studies in Kraków, Professor 
Andrzej Mania, is also a historian, mostly interested in US foreign policy 
and the history of political institutions (Michałek).
The Institute of American Studies and Polish Diaspora of the Jagiel- 
lonian University features one key characteristics: it combines not only 
“classic” American Studies, understood as the research on the United 
States of America. Equally important is studying Latin American history, 
politics, and culture, organized around the Chair of Latin America. Thus, 
the students and the scholars gain much broader perspective that helps to 
understand dynamics of modern North and Latin America.
American Studies centers everywhere are proud of their interdisciplinary 
approach. This seems to be an indispensable characteristic of this continu­
ously evolving field of academic inquiry (Campbell and Kean). However, 
unlike in many European countries, the early development of American 
Studies in Poland is more closely connected with history or political sci­
ence than with literature studies. This has enabled Polish Americanists to 
make interdisciplinarity our common method. Even the specializations in 
American Studies offered at the institutes of English literature/philology 
provide a deeper insight into the political history of the United States, 
the US legal system, the US mass media or the US economy.
The three Polish academic journals in the field of American Studies: 
Polish Journal of American Studies (published by the Polish Association of 
American Studies); AdAmericam. Journal of American Studies (published 
by the Institute of American Studies and Polish Diaspora), and The Ameri­
canist. Warsaw Journalfor the Study of the United States (published by the 
American Studies Center) are the perfect proof that after so many years 
of academic activity it is still impossible to delineate clear borders of the 
field. Scholars of American Studies in Poland are constantly seeking new 
inspiring concepts and topics to be investigated. We, the Americanists, are 
of course still eager to interact with colleagues from Europe and the United 
States, looking for more sophisticated and efficient methods of inquiry. 
The social and political changes and challenges in the United States still 
attract new generations of students and scholars ready to look for new 
questions about America and to question the old answers.
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